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the Black Sea with the ^Egean and the Mediterranean. The Black Sea
contains the only important Russian ports not seriously handicapped
by ice, and taps the richest and most productive portions of that na-
tion. Little wonder that Russia has long regarded the control of these
waterways as essential to her safety and prosperity. The World War
offers an excellent illustration of how effectively she can be isolated
if their shores are held by an enemy power. This is one of the major
reasons why Russia has been deeply interested in the southeastern
Balkans.

There are two major lines of approach to the peninsula by land.
The first and most important is the Morava Valley. This depression
connects toward the south with the Vardar Valley, thus providing an
easy route through the Balkans from the Hungarian plain to the
Jigean. Today an important railway follows this route, and through
it passes sufficient. trade to make Thessalonike (Salonika) at its
southern end one of the most important ports of the /Egcan. The
Morava Valley also carries the route which leads to Asia Minor by
way of Istanbul (Constantinople). This route leaves the Valley at Nis
(Nish) and proceeds by way of the Nishava and Maritsa Valleys.
Today the Orient Express follows this route, which is an essential
portion of any rail link between northwestern Europe and the Persian
Gulf.

A second line of approach leads from the east by way of the
Walachian and Hungarian plains. This was the steppe gateway, and
through it came such typical steppe peoples as the Bulgars, Magyars,
Avars and Slavs. Some of these groups forced their way southward
through the Balkan passes, and occupied the fertile plains of Rumelia.
Others pushed on to the west and occupied the highlands from Greece
to Croatia. The historical importance of this route has thus been great,
but, due to the similarity of products at either end, in commercial im-
portance it has been far overshadowed by the Morava Valley route.

RELIEF

The Balkan Peninsula consists of a complex group of highlands
bordered by small and disconnected plains. The highlands are composed
of a wedge-shaped core of old crystalline rock flanked to the west and
north by folded mountains. The central core is known as the Rhoclope
Massif, and is a portion of the Armorican Fold. It is a triangular
region of complex mountains, with its apex at Beograd and its base